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Castillo: Miami's Hidden Labor History

Miami's Hidden Labor History
by Thomas A. Castillo
s historian Michael Kazin argued in highlighting the
scarcity of historical studies about the building trades,
abor histolians' concentration on centralized, mass production industries such as auto, steel, and electrical manufacturing has left out "one of humankind's oldest pursuits . . . essential
to urban life and the single largest element of the AFL in its heyday. Until we know more about their history," he wrote, "that of
American workers as a whole will suffer." The observation partially explains why, although literature on organized labor is vast,
scholars have conducted few studies of unionism in the building
trades, and none for Miami's labor history in the first half of the
twentieth century. To understand unionism in this emerging New
South city, discussion of the building trades-the American
Federation of Labor's largest constituency-is essential. The
growth of the city depended on construction of buildings and
other structures. Behind the city-building rhetoric of boosterism
existed the actual hard labor of white and black workers.
Unionized labor capitalized on the vital role that skilled workers
played in construction and used this position to gain a strong
foothold in the labor market. Miami's fast growth, combined with
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effective union organizing, established the city's unions as partners in building the New South city.l
This essay adds a new dimension to our understanding of
Miami's history between 1914 and 1925. Previous historians have
focused on social and political events but not on the story of workers or the role of unionization in building the city and creating a
sense of community. When historians have explored Florida's
growing labor history, much has focused on agriculture, the phosphate industry, Tampa's cigar workers, and post-1945 Florida.
Trapped in rolls of local microfilm newspaper reels (none of
which is indexed) and scattered in some extant but mostly lost
records, the history of workers' organizing efforts, and the benefits
and meaning of unionization, have been hidden from historical
memory.*
Particular attention will be given to Local 993 of the United
Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of America (UBCJA), for
the historical record is more complete for this union than any
other in Miami. In so doing, this essay fills a gap in the historiography of southern labor history. By studying agricultural labor,
domestic workers, and manufacturing industries such as tobacco,

1.

2.

Michael Kazin, B a r m of labor: Tlu San Francisco Building Trada and Union
PM in the Progressive Era (Urbana, Ill., 1987)' 5. William Haber's Industrial
Relations in the Building Indwhy (1990; reprint, New York, 1971) is the only
study covering the industry for the early twentieth century. Bias toward indus
trial unions (and scant attention to the building trades) characterizesJoseph
A McMartin's L d w S Great War: The Struggle fo7 Industrial Denwcracy and the
Origins of Modenz American Labor Relatiuns, 1912-1921 (Chapel Hill, N.C.,
1997).
Arva Moore Parks, Miami: The Magic City (Miami, 1991); Thelma Peters,
Biscayne Cozmhy, 1870-1926 (Miami, 1981); Paul S. George, "Policing Miami's
Black Community, 1896-1930,"Ibridu Historical Quu92d7Zy 57 (April 1979):43450; and Raymond A Mohl, "Black Immigrants: Bahamians in Early TwentiethCentury Miami," M Historical Quarterly 65 Uanuary 1987): 271-97. On
labor in pre-1930 Miami, see Thomas A. Castillo, 'Big City Days: Race and
Labor in Early Miami, 19141925" (M.A. thesis, Florida International
University, 2000). For examples of the historiographic emphasis on Miami's
social and political history, see Wayne Flynt, "Florida and Political
'Radicalism,' 19141920," Labm Histoy 9 (winter 1968): 7890, Gary R
Mormino and George Pozzetta, The Immigrant Wwld of Ybor City: Itcrliam and
Their N k g b in Tampa, 1885-1985 (Urbana, Ill., 1987);Margaret C. Wilson,
ed., f;lorida's Labor Histmy: A Symposium (Miami, 1991). Melanie Rebecca
Shell-Weiss, "'They all came from someplace else': Miami, Florida's immigrant communities, 1896-19'70" (Ph.D. diss., Michigan State University, 2002)
explores immigrant life and its importance to Miami's growth and develop
ment.
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textiles, mining, shipping, and railroads over various times and
places in the South, historians have collectively concluded that
unions in the South were relatively weak. Collusion between state
and business to suppress unionization efforts, and divisions among
workers resulting from race, gender, and disputes over unionization, help to explain the inability of unions to make deep and lasting inroads into the South. Despite similar forms of suppression
and division among workers in Miami, however, that city's union
history contributed a new dimension of greater workers' success in
organizing for their own interests3
Helping to obscure the city's labor history has been the modernist emphasis on economic progress, growth, and development
encapsulated by the booster rhetoric that shaped Miami's history.
The Stmy of the Open Shop in Miami, a pamphlet published by the
Greater Miami Employers' Association (GMEA) in late 1920, was
emblematic of the process of historical obliteration, presenting a
linear, progressive history of the city's development and growth,
providing a short historical account filled with newspaper clip
pings, and ending with testimonials from local businesses concerning the success of the open shop. It depicted a city, once
stunted by closed shop conditions, advancing under open shop
terms achieved by heroic businessmen. In order to attract
investors, the GMEA sought to dispel notions that the city had a
strong labor movement, reflecting the national mood against
unions after World War I. "The city had been for a long time
under the complete domination of the Labor Unions," the Pamphlet pronounced; *All building operations were conducted on
the Closed Shop basis. Every employer of labor was absolutely subject to the rules and regulations of the Labor Unions and was com3.

Some general overviews of southern labor history are found in Gary M. Fink
and Merl E. Reed, eds., Race, C h s , and Community in Southern Labor Histmy
(Tuscaloosa, Ala., 1994); Robert Zieger, ed., Southm Labor History in
Transition, 1940.1995 (Knoxville, Tenn., 1997); Glenn T. Eskew, ed., Labm in
the Modem South (Athens, Ga., 2001). For a good sample of the literature on
the various industries and occupations, see Tera Hunter, To yq My Freedom:
Southern Black Women5 Lives and Labm A@ the Civil War (Cambridge, Mass.,
1997); Robin D.G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the
Great Depression (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1990);Jacquelyn Dowd Hall et al., Likp A
Family: The Making of Southern Cotton MiU World (New York, 1987); Bryant
Simon, A Fabric of Dejeat: The Politics of South Carolina MilWmnds, 1910.1948
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1998); Robert Rodgers Korstad, Civil Rights Unionism:
Tobacco Workers and th Struggle for Democracy in the Mid-Twentieth-Centu7y South
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 2003).
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pelled to yield every point to the whims and arrogance of the
Walking Delegate." Union labor could work in the city, it argued,
as long as it accepted the free enterprise principle that business
had the right to choose its workforce regardless of union affiliation. These employers sought to depict unions as dictatorial,
undemocratic, and inefficient. Their entrepreneurial instincts
would thus be stifled if unions were allowed to have "complete
domination" of the workplace.4
Unions resisted this portrayal of their role in Miami and in
workers' lives. Driven by fears of losing control over the labor s u p
ply, union leaders argued that the union shop meant protecting
the economic interests of labor against untrustworthy business.
Union carpenters responded to the GMEA's pamphlet with a
notice in their national journal, The Carpenter, announcing that
Miami was still a closed shop city. W.R. Robbins, a member of the
Composition Roofers, Local 5'7 and, in 1921, first vice-president of
the Florida State Federation of Labor, commented on the propagandistic nature of the term "open shop." He urged unionists at
the 1921 State Federation of Labor Convention to desist from
using the label since, in his opinion, it only strengthened the cause
against organized labor. "There is no such term," Robbins argued,
because what business was fighting for was actually the "closed
shop to every man who wants to stand for the protection of his fellow ~ o r k e r . " ~
Robbins's concern with language reflected both his astuteness
to the role of presentation and memory in creating a positive p u b
lic image and the uphill battle faced by unions against a relatively
organized and well-financed business community. In reality,
4.

5.

Greater Miami Employers' Association, The Stmy of Open Shop in Miami
(Miami, 1920), 3, Otto G. Richter Library Archives and Special Collections,
University of Miami, Coral Gables, Fla.
Ibid.; The Carfienh, December 1920; Proceedings of the Twenty-First Annual
Convention of the Flon'da State Federation of Labor held at West Palm Beach, Flon'da,
1921,2526, University of South Florida, Tampa, microfilm;Gary M. Fink, ed.,
State Labor Proceedings: The ML, CIO, and AZIZ-CIO Proceedings, 1885-1974, held
in the AFL-CIO Library (Westport, Conn., 1975). On the open shop, see Irving
Bernstein, The Lean Years: A H i s t q of the American Wmker, 192G1933
(Baltimore, Md., 1960); Doris B. McLaughlin, "The Second Battle of Battle
Creek-The Open Shop Movement in the Early Twentieth Century," Labor
History 14 (summer 1973): 32339; Thomas Klug, "Employers' Strategies in
the Detroit Labor Market, 1900-1929," in On the Line: Essays in the Histmy of
Auto Wmk, ed. Nelson Lichtenstein and Stephen Meyer (Urbana, Ill., 1989),
42-72.
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442
FLORIDA
HISTORICAL
QUARTERLY
between 1914 and 1925, Miami was never entirely closed or open
shop: organized labor maintained a prominent presence throughout the era, but the fast growing city challenged the success of
unionization with a continual influx of new workers and business
leaders with anti-union sentiments. At the very least, unionists'
efforts to gain a stronger presence demonstrated a significant level
of worker agency and faith in unionization.
Like many of Florida's cities, Miami experienced enormous
demographic and economic growth during the early twentieth
century. Incorporated in 1896, Miami's population grew from a
few thousand at the beginning of the century to 5,471 in 1910,
29,571 in 1920, and 110,540in 1930. Whites from elsewhere in the
South constituted a plurality of migrants, but a significant minority originated from the Northeast and Midwest. Through the
1920s, the majority of black Miamians came from the Bahamas.
The city's draw was its geographic location. Lacking a natural mineral resource to exploit, city builders capitalized on its essential
natural resources of sunshine, seashore, and subtropical climate.
Boosterism by the city's Chamber of Commerce and the work of its
enterprising and ambitious head, Everest G. Sewell, helped to
increase building investment and tourism between 1915 and 1925
(the years that coincided with Sewell's tenure). Historian Paul
George found that the annual influx of tourists neared one million
during these years. However, tourist accommodations were sometimes inadequate, as when the city turned away an estimated ten
thousand visitors in 1917.6
Since Miami's economy centered on the tourist industry, city
leaders and workers pushed hard for development of the necessary infrastructure. Building permits increased steadily between
1914 and 1925 (see table 1). Although stifled a bit during World
War I by decreased investment resulting from the war economy,
the number of permits rose rapidly after the war. Skilled workers
dominated the building trades, constructing houses, hotels,
apartments, and other structures. Of 3,935 male workers in the
6.

Fourteenth Cnsus of the United States, 1920, Volume m,Population (Washington,
D.C., 1922), 195; Fijhnth Cmsus of the United States, 1930, Volume I, Population
(Washington, D.C., 1931), 25; Paul S. George, "Passage to the New Eden:
Tourism in Miami from Flagler through Everest G. Sewell,"Floridcr Historical
($mtmy 59 (April 1981): 450-51; idem, "Brokers, Binders, and Builders:
Greater Miami's Boom of the Mid-1920s," Floridcr Historical Quarterly 65 (July
1986): 27-51.
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manufacturing and mechanical industries in 1920,2,389 (over 60
percent) engaged in construction. Ten years later, as a result of
economic growth and new jobs in other industries, the proportion dropped to 53 percent but still remained a large segment of
the male workforce (25 percent in 1920; 17 percent in 1930).'
The city's youth and consequent lack of physical development
prophesied the construction industry's vital role in Miami's
growth.
Since the building industry employed the most workers, significant unionization in this sector of the labor market reveals a
strong union culture in Miami's early history. Craft unions perhaps benefited from their long history of successful organization.
Carpenters, painters, steam and operating engineers, plumbers
and bricklayers, sheet metal workers, and lathe workers had
organized national unions affiliated with the AFL in the late
nineteenth century, and locals of each formed early in Miami's
history: carpenters and painters organized before 1905; cement
workers, bricklayers, masons, and plasterers, electricians,
plumbers, operating engineers, and sheet metal workers had
established union locals by 1915. The carpenters of south
Florida organized the East Coast District Council in January
1914, expanding the UBCJA's influence over the area from Fort
Lauderdale to Homestead. After 1920, with the increase in building construction amid the great land boom, carpenters and
painters formed multiple locals. Evidence indicates that there
was a correspondingly high rate of uni~nization.~Though
acquiring firm numbers is diff~cultbecause of Miami's constantly changing population, combining the 1920 census figures with
1.

8.

Raymond Mohl, "Miami:Ethnic Cauldron,"in SunbeU Cities: Politics and Gmwth
since Wot-ld War 11, ed. Richard M. Bernard and Bradley Rice (Austin, Tex.,
1983), 59; idem, "City Building in the Sunshine State: The Urbanization of
Florida," Locus 8 (fall 1995): 1-24; Shell-Weiss, "'They all came from someplace else,'" 31319; Fourteenth Census of the United States, 1920, Vdulne N,
Popdution: Occupations (Washington, D.C., 1923), 288, 290, 292; Ajbmth
Census of United Stah, 1930, Volum N,Population: 0ccupath.s lg States
(Washington, D.C., 1933), 358-60.
The Carpmtm,January 1914, October 1931 (date of founding of Local 993) ;
Proceedings ofthe Fifteenth Annual Convention ofthe lihida State Federation of Ldor
held in Miami, Florida, Januav 1915, 5 (establishment of East Coast District
Council and its coverage); also see annual editions of the Miami City Directmy
(Miami, Fla., 19041925). A 1925 letter from the East Coast District Council
indicated that the region was 85 percent organized; The Culpenter, December
1925.
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union records suggests that 90 percent (892 of 993) of the city's
carpenters were unionized by 1920.9
The extent of unionization by unskilled construction laborers
is unknown. In the fall of 1919, about one hundred black hod carriers established a local of the International Brotherhood of Hod
Carriers and Laborers' Union of America affiliated to the
American Federation of Labor. In general, hod carriers transported supplies to masons or bricklayers, though on occasion they
also mixed mortar. While it is not known how successfully the hod
carriers' local attracted black laborers, it is clear that the organization received no support from white unionists, did not enjoy r e p
resentation in the Central Labor Union (CLU) or the Building
Trades Council, and communicated with these important city
organizations solely through letters. In addition, soon after organizing, a white local of the International Hod Carriers Union arose,
suggesting the racial context to organizing unskilled labor. Since
blacks remained the majority of unskilled labor in construction,
they were greatly underrepresented in the ranks of organized
labor. lo
Since Miami lacked a mass production sector, its economy was
very much a local market economy. Historian Dana Frank, in her
study of Seattle after World War I, defined local market
economies as those that produced goods and services for local
consumption, such as "building construction, transportation,
commercial laundries, sales, clerical work, domestic service, bakTrustees' Report of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of
America, Local 993, 1January 1920, U.B. CJA. Local 125 Records, Box 3, Otto
G. Richter Library Archives and Special Collections, University of Miami,
Coral Gables, Fla. (hereafter, UBCJA Trustees Report) ; Four&enthCensus of the
United States, 1920, Volume N; Population: Occupations, 288. Census compilations did not list Miami's occupations by racial groups because it fell below
the required population minimum of fifty thousand. Blacks, however, made
up a small number of carpenters in 1930 and evidence of union racial policies indicate similarly low numbers for 1920.
10. The Miami Metropolis (the paper appeared also as the Miami Daily Metropolis
and, later, as the Miami Daily Neus and eventually as the Miami News), 3
September 1919; Miami Herald, 4 September 1919; Fiftenth Censzls of United
States, 1930: Occupations by States, 358360; the Miami City Directory 1920, 70-71.
The directory added an asterisk to black organizations. The International
Hod Carriers Union No. 402 listed did not have one. Though no black
unions were listed (true for the entire period under study), fragmentary evidence indicates that some did exist; Charles Garofalo, "Black-White
Occupational Distribution in Miami during World War I," Prologue 5 (summer
1973): 98101.

9.
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eries, restaurants, and others." Miami's 1920 occupational structure evinced such an economy (see table 2). Beyond construction, organized skilled occupations included musicians,
locomotive engineers, railway trainmen, machinists, typographical workers, jitney drivers, chauffeurs, barbers, butchers, telephone operators, blacksmiths, cigar makers, and moving pictures
operators. If the rate of unionization as indicated by bits and
pieces of available data are accurate, then Frank's suggestion that
unions in the local market sector thrived after the war and into
the 1920s appears true for Miami. In part, this stemmed from not
having to endure the economic crises experienced by the national coal, garment, brewing, and textile industries. During the fall
of 1919, the Miami Metrqolis listed over twenty-seven unions with
approximately 3,600 members. Women made up only a small
number of union members, with the possible exception of a few
barbers and musicians, and a majority among telephone operators (thirty-four of thirty-six were women). The 3,600 unionists
represented nearly 35 percent of the male workforce, and 55 percent when considering only white male workers. The percentage
is higher if only craft workers from the building industry are
counted, as the carpenters membership numbers suggest. White
migrants settling in Miami brought with them a union organizing
culture.
Familiar themes characterizing American labor history
appeared early in Miami's unions: racism weakened unionism;
unions of skilled workers were often uncooperative with unskilled
labor; jurisdictional disputes existed among the crafts; and labor
mobility and the influx of migrants into the city challenged social
solidarity. Despite these problems, unions added to the community's sense of identity. The relative homogeneity of the white p o p
ulation in early Miami bolstered its cohesiveness. According to the
state census of 1925, many whites residing in the city were from the
. l ~plurality of whites, however, had arrived
North and ~ u r 0 ~ eThe
from other parts of the South. Public celebrations, particularly
Labor Day, helped to define public space as white. Unions, on

11. Dana Frank, Purchasing Power: Consuw Organizing, Gender, and th.e Seattle Labor
Movement, 1919-1929 (London, Eng., 1994), 16, 169; Miami Metropolis, 28
October 1919; Fourteenth Census, Volume N,28892.
12. Nathan Mayo, The Fifth Census of the Skate of Florida, 1925 (Tallahassee, Fla.,
1925), 105.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol82/iss4/4

8

Castillo: Miami's Hidden Labor History

occasion, built community service buildings free of charge. Most
importantly, especially in the building trades, well-organized
unions helped to maintain comparatively good wages.
The history of the carpenters Local 993 illustrates how crucial
unions were to good wages. Established in March 1902, Local 993
enabled carpenters to bargain for high wages and offered protection of the forty-four hour week. Throughout the late 1910s and
1920s, Miami carpenters earned high wages that compared well
with those in other American cities. In 1916, they earned four dollars for an eight-hour day, increasing by fifty cents in 1917, and two
more dollars by 1919. By 1925, carpenters received nine dollars a
day. These wages compared well with those in other Florida cities.
In 1918, Miami's rate of five dollars per day was second only to
Tampa ($5.20) and was even with wage levels in Key West. All
other cities that reported wages fell below Miami, including
Jacksonville which had a rate of $4.40. Miami fared well in 1919,
when carpenters' wages of $6.50 was more than carpenters in
Chicago (three locals reporting $6.40), Philadelphia ($6.40), and
New York ($5.75 to 6.25). Still, they ranked less than those in
Dallas ($7.00), Cleveland ($6.80), and San Francisco ($7.00).
Miami carpenters also enjoyed an eight-hour day, five days a week,
and half-a-day on Saturday. The push for higher wages, of course,
depended on market conditions, both from consumers and p r o
ducers-that is, the amount of construction undenvay, the availability and cost of building materials, and the supply of workers on
hand. Therefore, wages varied from place to place and from time
to time. Just to cite one example, although Tampa's wages were
higher than Miami's in 1918, they were a dollar less by 1925.13
Negotiating for wages with building contractors was a slow
process that sought change through peaceful agreement. Though
extant union minutes end with 1919, other evidence and the
nature of the building industry indicate carpenters' concerns over
working within the local labor market. Carpenters, usually in sev13. The Carpenter, August 1916, August 1917, August 1919, and August 1925;
Miami Metropolis, 25 September 1919,26 September 1926. For studies of carpenter organizations, see Walter Galenson, The United Brotherhood of
Carpenters: Tha Fht Hundred Years (London, Eng., 1983), 156230; Robert A.
Christie, Empire in Wood: A History of the Carpente7s' Union (Ithaca, N.Y., 1956),
chaps. 8, 12; Thomas R Brooks, The Road to Dignidy: A Century of Cmflct, A
History of the United Brotherhid of Carpentets and Joim of America, AFZCIO,
1881-1981 (New York, 1981), chaps. 47.
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Table 1. Total Value of Building Permits, 19141926
Years
Nov. 1,1914 to Nov. 1,1915*
Nov. 1, 1915 to Nov. 1,1916
Nov. 1, 1966 to Nov. 1,1917
Nov. 1, 1917 to Nov. 1,1918
Nov. 1, 1918 to Nov. 1,1919
Nov. 1, 1919 to Oct. 15, 1920
July 1,1921 to June 30,1922**
July 1,1922 to June 1923
July 1,1923 to June 30,1924
July 1,1924 to June 30,1925
July 1,1925 to June 30,1926

Valuation
$821,250
$1,650,378
$2,095,378
$1,305,675
$2,575,700
$3,637,995
$4,553,044
$5,782,400
$11,176,981
$31,835,981
$59,050,901

Sources: For statistics for the years between 1914 and 1920, see Miami Met@olis, 20
Oct 1920; Greater Miami Employen' Association, The Story of Open Shop in Miami
(Miami, 1920), 4. For statistics for the years after 1920, see Frank B. Sessa, "The
Real Estate Expansion and Boom in Miami and its Environs during the 1920's"
(Ph.D. diss., Univ. of Pittsburgh, 1950), 223, in which Sessa reproduced the City's
Manager's Report's 1926 statistics.

era1 meetings, discussed raises in wages prior to public announcement of their demands. Before pushing for a raise in the spring of
1916, for example, Local 993 tabled the motion until October and
over the next three months explored the feasibility of a wage hike.
The increase received 772 votes for and only 22 against. Finally, a
committee of three members, including the business agent,
approached the contractors to make their demand. The threat of
a potential strike if a reasonable resolution was not reached existed in the very nature of collective bargaining. The union did gain
the increase, however, which was perhaps not surprising during
this period of frantic construction in Miami.14
Business unionism that characterized the UBCJA and AFL
also defined Local 993's approach to bargaining. That is, labor
leaders preferred to avoid striking so as to minimize lost time on

14. Minutes of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of America,
Local 993, U. B.C.J.A. Local 125 &curds, University of Miami Otto G. Richter
Library Archives and Special Collections, Box 4 (hereafter, Minutes of
UBCJA),17 March, 6 October, 3 November, 22 December, and 29 December
1916; UBCP Trustees Report; Stmy of the Opa Shop in Miami, 4. For rising
investment in 1920s, see Frank B. Sessa, "The Real Estate Expansion and
Boom in Miami and its Environs during the 1920s" (Ph.D. diss., University of
Pittsburgh, 1950), 223.
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the job and thus less income. They adhered to the belief of
labor's negotiating power derived from collective action. The
national position of the UBCJA, in fact, dictated resolution rather
than striking for increases in wages, "The strike is labor's last
resort and should be used only when every other means of
redressing wrongs and grievances have failed and, even then, with
due deliberation," printed The Carpenter, the union's national
journal, in 1916.15 Carpenters' status as skilled craftsmen in an
under-industrialized industry placed them at an advantage. Their
collective consciousness as skilled laborers strengthened their
position against contractors. While records of Local 993 agreements are not extant (and it is not clear if any were ever kept),
union carpenters did gain periodic wage increases, worked fortyfour-hour work weeks, and seemed to have forced employers to
accept jurisdictional rules.
The absence of extant formal agreements may have resulted
from the unique nature of the building industry. Much construction work continued to be done by hand, and employers
depended on the specialized labor of skilled craftsmen, strengthening the carpenters' perception that their craft was vital to
human civilization, manifest in illustrations found in the pages of
The Carpenter of burly men with tools on hand ready for work.16
More revealing commentary on the ideal of the independent
worker was given by William J. Dobson, national secretary-treasurer of the Bricklayers union. He described how unionists in the
building crafts interacted on a personal level with their employers, imitating small businessmen: "Our employers are not capitalists in the sense that these large organizations [steel and
cotton] are. We meet our employers every day, call them Tom,
Dick, and Harry; we meet them from time to time when we have
troubles and we understand theirs." The construction industry
and its dependence on subcontracting offered many opportuni-

15. The Carpcnler,January 1916; Galenson, The United Brotherhood, 175-76, 181-82.
16. Haber, Industrial Relations, ch. 2. "The industrial revolution in the building
industry is still in progress," Haber explained; "American manufacturing
establishments began the mechanization of their processes soon after the
Civil War. The building industry, however, was unaffected by any substantial
changes until after 1900. Even today [I9301 much of the work is done in the
same manner as fifty years ago; many of the trades are still primarily hand
operations, and others have changed in only minor respects" (15).
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Table 2. Miami's Occupational Categories 1920
Male
Female

Occupation
Manufacturing
and Mechanical
Industries

3,935(60.7 percent
in construction)

279 (68 percent
dressmakers and
seamstresses not
in factories)

Transportation

1,512 (spread
over several
occupations)

64 (78 percent
either telephone
or telegraph operators)

Trade

1,946 (49 percent
retail dealers or
salesmen; 17
percent real estate
agents and officials)

294 (64 percent
retail dealers or
saleswomen; 12
percent real estate
agents or officials)

Public Service

232 (spread over
several occupations)

8 (2 laborers,
2 marshals, 2 inspectors)

Professional
Service

563 (spread over
several occupations)

338 (46 percent
teachers; 19 percent
trained nurses)

Domestic and
Personal Services

851 (spread over
several occupations)

2,572 (41 percent
restaurant, cafi2, and
lunch room keepers;
35 percent launderers
and laundresses, not
in laundry)

Clerical
Occupations

464 (73 percent
bookkeepers, cashiers,
and accountants,
or clerks, not
including stores)

448 (56 percent same
category as male;
41 percent
stenographers
and typists)

Agriculture,
forestry, and
animal husbandry

670 (spread over
several occupations)

61 (90 percent
dairy farm, farm, and
stock farm laborers)

Extraction of
minerals

56 (82 percent
quany operatives)

Totals

10,229

4,064

Source: Fouaenth Census of the United States, 1920, Volume N, Pqbulation 1920:
Occupations (Washington, D.C., 1923). 288-92. The 1920 census did not list occupations by race for cities under 50,000.
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ties for close contact with employers.17 Carpenters thus expected respect and equal treatment as they sought to complete work
in good faith.
The close contact between employer and employee was
heightened by the intensely local nature of building trades and
market conditions.18 As a young city heavily dependent on
tourism, Miami business interests urged peace, harmony, and
quick resolution of labor disputes. The success of the tourist season, which lasted from the end of December to April, depended
on the completion of construction jobs and a reputation as a
peaceful city. This worked toward the strength of the building
trades' philosophy of using the strike as a last resort. The civic duty
for Miami citizens, as preached by boosters, was to contribute to
making a "big city." Construction filled the city's landscape, and
both workers and contractors faced public pressure to reach timely agreements and avoid conflict. Though skilled workers supplied
only the needed labor-that is, they were not involved in the architectural designs of the constructed buildings-their role in building the city was nonetheless vital to the success of the tourist
industry, a detail recognized by both parties.1g
Miami's boosterism represented what historian Blain
Brownell has called an urban ethos of the South. Bombastic language and descriptions characteristic of boosterism followed similar patterns in other New South cities. In fact, the label "Magic
City" used by Miami boosters also applied to late nineteenth-century Birmingham, Alabama. The fluff of booster rhetoric and

17. The Carpenter, October 1918, November 1916; Haber, Industrial Relatiom, 5162. On living standards, see Lawrence Glickman, "Inventing the 'American
Standard of Living': Gender, Race and Working-Class Identity, 1880-1925,"
Labm History 34 (spring/summer 1993):22 1-35; idem, A Living Wagz:Amen'can
W m h and the Muking of Consumer Society (Ithaca, N.Y., 199'7). The burly
images in The Carpater suggest an interesting connection to manliness as
linked to living standards and family life, the meaning of work, and the meaning of unionization. For work on manliness, see Gail Bederman, Manliness
and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gadm and Race in the United States, 1880
191 7 (Chicago, 1995); Stephen Norwood, S*eaking
and Intimidation:
Mercenaries and Masculinity in Twentieth-Century America (Chapel Hill, N.C.,
2002).
18. Kazin, B a r n of labor, 56; Haber, Industrial Relations, 309-10.
19. Kazin, B u m of labm, 5-6; George, "Passage to the New Eden," 440-63; and
idem, 'Brokers, Binders, and Builders," 27-51. The idea of the city as a fact*
ry derived from Kazin's comment that building trades workers were "producers of 'goods' that could not be exported" (5).

Published by STARS, 2003

13

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 82 [2003], No. 4, Art. 4

advertising images fit neatly into New South practices of selling
the region's economic potential.e0 Although exploration of
Miami's "southernness" remains outside the scope of this essay,
the booster language prevalent throughout newspapers and
tourist literature often highlighted the city's subtropical weather
and the edge it gave in competing with other southern cities for
tourists and other economic ventures. In embracing southern
racial customs as justification for segregation, in hyperbole about
southern hospitality as a characteristic of city residents (labeled
as the "Miami wayn and "Miami spirit"), and in constant arguments that Miami was a better tourist destination than other
southern cities (and even Los Angeles, an interesting anticipation of Sunbelt development), city boosters tapped into the idea
of Miami as the New South. This subject certainly needs more
research and analysis.
One ideological strand, though, that did tie Miami to the
South as imagined was the region's urban ethos which defined the
nature of social relations and expectations of citizens within southern cities. According to Brownell, it represented "a general overarching conception of the city which stressed the
desirability-indeed, the necessity-of both urban growth and
social order in such a way that they would be mutually reinforcing." City leaders and boosters, Brownell explained, viewed the
city as "corporate and interdependent." They envisioned a city
built "not by basic changes in institutions of the urban class structure, but by an emphasis on 'responsible' citizenship, social control, and regulation of the physical city through urban planning."
Atlanta, Birmingham, Memphis, Nashville, New Orleans,
Knoxville, and Charleston all exhibited this philosophy.21 Labor
and business in Miami evoked the urban ethos in their battles over
20. C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South, 1877-1 913 (Baton Rouge, La.,
1951); George Tindal, The Emergence of t h New South, 1913-1945 (Baton
Rouge, La., 1967); Paul Gaston, The New South Creed: A Study in Mythmaking
(New York, 1970); Don H. Doyle, New Men, New Cities, New South: Atlanta,
NashviUe, ChurlRFton, Mobile, 186G19lO (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1990); Carl V.
Harris, Political Paver in Binningham, 1871-1921 (Knoxville, Tenn., 1977);
Blain Brownell, T h Urban Ethos in the South, 19201930 (Baton Rouge, La.,
1975); and Charles Garofalo, "The Sons of Henry Grady: Atlanta Boosters in
the 1920s,"Journal of Southem Histoly 42 (May 1976): 187-204.
21. Brownell, The Urban Ethos, xix-xx, 210-16, and chap. 7; Charles Garofalo, "The
Atlanta Spirit: A Study in Urban Ideology," The Southenz QuarterZy 74 (1974
1975): 3444.
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wages, benefits, and working conditions in order to gain an upper
hand against each other.
Local newspapers and other booster voices perpetuated this
urban ethos through published reports celebrating city growth
while also preaching peace and harmony. Throughout the first
several decades of the century, the Miami City Directory, Miami
Metrqolir and Miami H e r a M described the city's population
growth, building construction, development of infrastructure,
and other pertinent information illustrating Miami's drive to
become a "big city." Other boosters selling Miami included several improvement associations in the city (Southside, North
Miami, etc.), the Chamber of Commerce, and individuals such as
E.G. Sewell, William Jennings Bryan, Carl Fisher, and George
Merrick. Shaping boosting efforts were ubiquitous slogans:
"Magic City" and "Miami Spirit." The former identified Miami as
a heroic city experiencing enormous growth in a short time in a
sub-tropical area, while the latter referred to the social bond that
kept Miami moving forward despite adversity. Both terms pointed to an optimistic faith in the future while attending to the
greater good. This often meant conformity to the culture of segregation.22 In any case, labor and business sought to highlight
how either disrupted the city's social equilibrium as they struggled over the fair distribution of power in the workplace. The
urban ethos thus defined the nature of public discourse between
the two groups.
Of first concern to skilled workers, however, was strengthening their position within the labor market. The skilled handicraft nature of construction work provided building trade
workers with more control at the work site. They maintained
control over the production process by setting work standards.

22. Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South,
I8W1940 (New York, 1998), 121-97. For an introduction to boosterism in
Miami, see Sessa, "'The Real Estate Expansionn;George, "Passage to the New
Eden,"440-63; idem, "Broken,Binders, and Builders,"27-51. For specific references to boosterism in Miami, see Miami Metropolis, 16 October 1915; "That
'Miami Spirit,'" Miami Metropolis, 27 January 191'7; "Miami, the Magic City,"
Miami Metropolis, 1 July 1920; "Impressed with Wonderful Growth of Magic
City and Business Men," Miami Herald, 18 August 19 15. Also noteworthy are
booster histories of Miami: Ethan V. Blackman, Miami and Dude County,
kbridu: Its Setthent, Propess, Achievement (Washington, D.C., 1921), 11-87;
Isidor Cohen, Histmica1 Sketches and Sidelights of Miami, Florida (Miami, 1925),
6.3-66.
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Technological advances both in structural changes such as the
use of steel and steel frames, elevators, and reinforced concrete,
and tools such as the hydraulic or pneumatic riveter, rock drills,
electrical welding, and power saw changed the nature of work
but still required mastery from craftsmen. Technology affected
large labor operations (such as mixing concrete or lifting heavy
loads) and facilitated some smaller tasks, but much still depended on hand operations. Economist William Haber noted with
frustration how the building industry remained under-industrialized because "a number of important building operations"
continued to lag "behind in mechanization." Guided by his faith
in efficiency and scientific management, Haber seemed to have
a difficult time understanding the persistence of handwork.
Carpenters, in any case, pointed to how the product of their
labor represented superior work and skill, despite Haber's evaluations. Their trade journal regularly contained articles regarding the high quality and longevity of union construction. On
one occasion The Carpenter published a photograph showing a
collapsed roof in Memphis, Tennessee, blaming "scab labor" for
the house's poor c o n s t r ~ c t i o n . ~ ~
In addition to maintaining control over the production
process, carpenters protected their work from both changes in
technology and the growth of smaller adaptive crafts. Part of the
reason for the rise of national building craft unions was to protect workers' interests in jurisdictional issues. The UBCJA's success in jurisdiction battles with the wood workers and sheet metal
workers owed largely to their enormous membership and aggressive actions. Smaller unions such as the Shinglers, deemed by carpenters as practicing "contiguous crafts," succumbed to the
pressure of the UBCJA's opposition. In Miami, Local 993 reached
agreement with the sheet metal workers in 1916, and members
were fined for interfering with the work of sheet metal workers.
Sometimes jurisdiction lines were flexible. Local 993 sought
permission from the Lathers union to put up plasterboard
because lathers were unable to supply workers at a job site. At
other times lines were rigid, as with the work rule that disallowed
carpenters from pouring concrete. Though difficult to evaluate
because of the day-to-day nature of construction and incomplete

23. Haber, Industrial Relations, 2434; The Cnqknter, December 1920.
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records, carpenters appeared largely successful in controlling the
boundaries of their craft.24
The Carpenters Union also bolstered its strength against
employers by serving as an employment center. Business agents, as
well as other officers, kept an eye out for building contractors'
demands for labor. Their successful existence depended on the
delivery of workers at job sites. Local 993, for example, furnished
carpenters to the Cornwall Construction Company in May 1917. A
billboard announced a call for workers and the union conducted
a concerted search for carpenters. The union also adjusted its standards according to the need of building contractors. On several
occasions, union carpenters worked on Saturday afternoons
(though at times the request was denied) and agreed to double
shifts when needed, as occurred in February 1918 during an apparent labor shortage.25
Workers benefited as well from the union's function as an
employment agency, which carpenters used in their drive to
unionize. In a growing city with rapid development, the union
facilitated the search for work. Members deposited their clearance
cards at Carpenters Hall and proceeded to obtain employment. In
early September 1919, carpenters entering Miami during a period
of labor tensions were, according to the local papers, "reporting to
headquarters" and "none of them" were working "on any unfair
building operation." Making sure to enlighten all newcomers, the
business agent traveled through the city making it known to
incoming unionists that Miami was a union town. Local 993 called
a special meeting in early 191'7 to expedite the initiation of six carpenters found at a small constructionjob. Union minutes reveal a
steady weekly flow of workers either being initiated into the union
or depositing their traveling cards at Carpenters Hall. However,
Carpenters Hall not only functioned as a center for carpenters.

24. Galenson, The Unhd Brotherhood, 112-22, 173-81, 20615; Christie, Empire in
Wood, chs. 8, 12; Haber, Industrial Relations, 3640. On Miami sheet metal
workers, Minutes of the UBCJA, 3 September 1915, 25 February, 10 March
1916, 1 June 1917; on lathers union, ibid., 11 October 1918; on concrete, 5
June 1914, 27 February 1917. On workers' control, see David Montgomery,
Workers Control in Anrennrenca:
Studies in the Histog of Work, Technology, and Labor
Struggles (Cambridge, Eng., 1979), 113-38; idem, The Fall of the House of labor:
The Workplace, the State and American Labor Activism, 1865-1925 (Cambridge,
Eng., 1987), 22-44.
25. Minutes of the UBCJA, 11 May 1917,28 February 1918.
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Several of the other city unions used its premises for their meetings. One can only imagine the extent of the hustle and bustle
that surrounded this building during Miami's early history.26
Carpenters, in any case, attempted to keep a favorable balance
of union workers in cities and towns through notices published in
The Ca@mter,letters between union locals, and by word of mouth,
suggesting how the building trades in general operated as national employment networks. The system offered union strength
against employers and their attempts to undermine union organization. Carpenters worked to preempt the importation of nonunion labor by meeting local demands for labor. Craft unionists
traveled to locales where work could be found. For example,
northern workers traveled southward during the winter months
when the building season ended. The rate of in- and out-migration by workers is difficult to determine, however. Laborers probably moved when jobs were scarce and when other social factors,
such as home ownership and family size, did not hold them to a
particular place. Workers, nonetheless, eventually settled and
made homes where employment was fairly consistent. Miami's real
estate and construction boom between 1919 and 1926 thus contributed to this phenomenon.27
Though Local 993 facilitated the unionization of both the permanent and transitory workforce, enormous growth in population
threatened solidarity. The Cawterhad frequent discussions about
"card carrying members" hiding their union identity in order to
obtain employment. Also undermining trust in the union was the
dubiousness of the "stay away notices" published by union locals in
The Carpenter. Stay away notices and, after 1916, reports on local
26. Miami Herald, 4 September 1919; Minutes of the UBCJA, 12 January, 29
January, and 2 February 1917. Each union meeting opened with the initiation and clearance of new members to the local. The local papers and the
Minutes of the UBCJA highlight examples of the wide use of Carpenters Hall.
27. Jules Tygiel, "Tramping Artisam: The Case of the Carpenters in Industrial
America," Labor History 22 (summer 1981): 34876; Galenson, The United
Bmtherhuod, 13536,162-65;Haber, Industrid Rehtbm, 9G126. The growth of
working-class suburbs in Dade County and its connection to working-class life
and culture has not been studied. The federal government reported a steady
growth of one-family dwelling homes in Miami in the early 1920s; see
"Building Permits in the Principal Cities of the United States in 1926,"Bulktin
ofthe Unik-d States Bureau ofLa.borStatistiw,No. 449 (Washington, D.C., 1927),
29-30.36. For a comparativeframework and the potential of such a study, see
Becky M. Nicolaides, My Blue Heaven: Lije and Politics in the Working-Suburbsof
Los Angeles, 192@1%5 (Chicago, 2002), chaps 14.
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labor conditions, functioned to keep carpenters from flooding
labor markets. Miami seems to have largely avoided subterfuge by
UBCJA members. In August 1 9 1 5 , Local 993 reluctantly published
an apparently genuine stay away notice: the union issued the
notice, including the number of unemployed, in the local papers.
According to union records, this strategy worked since few union
carpenters who applied for jobs were rejected, reinforcing the
need for incoming workers to affiliate with the local. Miami Local
993 consequently avoided the pitfalls of carpenters hiding union
membership and working as non-union laborers as a result of not
being cleared to work in their jurisdiction, a problem faced by
other locals around the c o ~ n t r y . ~ "
Local 993 promoted solidarity and union identity by engaging
in citywide social activities, particularly in Labor Day events. With
the exception of labor troubles dampening the day in 1919 and
ominous weather preventing celebration in 1 9 2 0 , Miami unionists
annually paraded on Labor Day. Unionists viewed the event as an
opportunity to advertise the benefits of organized labor and bolster community standing as builders of the city, and thus as partners of the New South city-building project and followers of the
urban ethos. Indeed, local papers announced how Miami was
"one of the most completely unionized cities in the south" and that
"its building progress has been the marvel of the country." Union
minutes also reveal wide acceptance of the tradition of parading
on Labor Day. The CLU, for instance, played an active role in
organizing and coordinating the city's unions. And though for the
most part slim in description, local papers reported consistent participation on Labor Day by organized labor.2g
Floats, banners, and attire announced the union conscious
ness of members and their craft pride. Leading the parade in 1915
was the Ladies CLU Auxiliary followed by the building trades "in
line according to the order in which they begin work on a building." Carpenters marched first, followed by plumbers, wire men,
plasterers, lathers and painters, and then the rest of the city's

28. The Carpenw, August 1915; Minutes of the UBCJA, 2 July 1915; Galenson, The
Unatpd Brotherhood, 135-36, 162-63.
29. Minutes of the UBCJA, 10 September 1915, 25 August 1916. Michael Kazin
and Steven J. Ross, "America's Labor Day: The Dilemma of a Workers'
Celebration,"Journal of Ammican History 78 (March 1992): 1294-1323. For
quote, Miami Metropolis, 2 September 1919.
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unions. Though the carpenters' appearance was not described,
the Miami Metropolis noted how the engineers paraded with their
overalls "signifylng their trade" and making "a striking impres
sion." Carpenters, along with members of the other craft unions,
must have also donned their attire and union badges. The largest
parade occurred in 1925, at the height of the building boom. Ten
thousand unionists marched, with carpenters representing the
largest contingent of over 3,500 from four locals.30
Ready to advertise their presence and demonstrate their values, unions also participated in the citywide, week-long boosting
festival held January 11 to 16, 1915. The Magic Knights of Dade, a
booster club formed in 1913, coordinated the affair. By participating in this parade and Labor Day celebrations, union labor symbolically etched their place in the image of New South city
building. Opening ceremonies saw the coronation of a Miami
king and queen honored on a yacht; the second day celebrated
south Florida's history with a parade; the following day included a
visit from the governor and an automobile parade; January 14 was
labeled "Industrial Day" in which the city and surrounding towns
in south Florida advertised through parades their economic
growth and potential. The parades included floats from organized
labor, again representing another public moment in which to
demonstrate labor's adherence to the urban ethos. The final two
days of the festival week featured a speedboat race. Local 993 of
the carpenters won first prize for "best Industrial prize float for
organized labor" in the industrial parade. Their float illustrated
demands for high living standards in support of family life.
Carpenters worked on a little home atop the float "while Mr. and
Mrs. C.C. Maxwell stood on the little porch with their suitcases in
the front ready to move in the moment the carpenters were
through." The union existed, the float suggested, as an organization serving workers concerned with family life-that is, carpenters
contributed to the well-being of society by doing the essential task
of building homes for families. Speaking to the centrality and
value of organized labor in society, M.E. Fiddler of the CLU commented that "raw material is worthless until labor takes hold of it

30. Miami Metropolis, 3 September, 7 September 1915,8 September 1925; Minutes
of UBCJA, 11 August 1916 (which recorded the purchase of one hundred
badges from union headquarters in Indianapolis prior to Labor Day); Miami
Herald, 7 September 1925.
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and gives it its value. You cannot ignore labor and must give it a
living wage." Unions used public spaces like parades to strengthen their position in the labor market and their standing within the
larger c ~ r n m u n i t y . ~ ~
The carpenters union also offered a sense of fraternity and
community to its members through voluntary work and donations
to various social causes. In 1915, they helped build a home for the
Boy Scouts and a shelter for the Knights of Dade, and in 1927, they
built nine cabins which led to "much favorable comment by the citizens of Miami." Local 993 donated money to several community
services including the YMCA, the Dade Fair Association (which
boosted farming in South Florida), and on one occasion, for the
entertainment of soldiers and sailors.32 Carpenters and their families also received help when needed. In addition to death benefits and sick pay, the union offered financial help and voluntary
work when tragedy hit, as when money was donated to aid reconstruction of a firedamaged house.33 Finally, the union revealed a
deep sense of community in announcing deaths of members and
offering proper respects, usually in the minutes and in either the
local papers or The Carpenter. Additionally, they would put the
union hall's flag at half-mast. Extant minutes reveal a consistent
pattern of benevolence and support over the years. Such acts of
compassion contributed to tighter bonds and a keener sense of solidarity.%
On a lighter note, the Ladies Auxiliary organized dances, and
the carpenters themselves revealed a merry side when they organized a chorus that performed in Carpenters Hall. Other social
activities helped build bonds and solidarity among workers despite
the fluidity of Miami's population. The Ladies Auxiliary appointed sick and flower committees, extending hospitality to old and
new members. Mrs. John Klaus, member of Auxiliary 94, reported
31. Arva Moore Parks, Miami: The Magic City (Miami, 1991) ,95; Miami Metropolis,
7 January, 15 January 1915; Miami Herald, 15 January 1915; Minutes of the
UBCJA, 22 January 1915. On Fiddler's comment, see Miami Heralrl, 29 August
1915. For an interesting discussion of the role of community in shaping labor
relations for an earlier period, see David Grimsted, "Antebellum Labor:
Violence, Strike, and Communal Arbitration,"Journal of Social Histoy, 19 (fall
1985): 5-28.
32. Minutes of the LTBCJA, 23 April, 20 August 1915, 12January, 25 February, 5
May 1916,15January, 16 April 1917; The Carpenter, May 1927.
33. Minutes of the UBCJA, 21 January 1916 , 3 August 1917.
34. Ibid., 15June 1917; The Ca$wn&?r,September 1917.
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on an event in 1927: "Recently we gave a social to the members of
L. U. No. 993. About 500 guests were present and a varied musical and speaking program was enjoyed. The Auxiliary presented
the Local with a flag, which is the largest flag in Miami." Unionists
also showed at times a concern for the history of carpenters in
South Florida. In 1926, George Wright of Local 993 gave a history of regional carpenter locals to members of Local 1149 of
Coconut Grove during "social night for carpenters and their families." This sense of tradition manifested again when Local 993 celebrated the UBCJA's fiftieth anniversary in 1931. Members were
treated to a recounting of the local's history and a guest appearance from J.A. Robbins, first president of Local 993, L.A. Osborne,
first recording secretary, and W.G. Coats, first financial secretary.35
Miami's unions also attempted to build solidarity in the "union
label movement." In 1918, the carpenters donated a onecent
union assessment to the Women's Union Label League; and they
supported engineers in the fight with a city ice company that apparently was not using union operating engineers. Some businesses
quickly learned that profit could be made by luring union consumers with advertising that they sold union label goods and/or
hired union labor. The Hippodrome Theatre extended free admis
sion for card carrying members in October 1917. For the most part,
however, the evidence is thin on the consumer label movement.
Local 993 supported the label movement more aggressively when it
applied to building materials. In the summer of 1917, the union
voted that all stewards were to make sure "all material shipped in
must be union label." Businesses purchasing non-union materials
were placed on an "unfair" list and risked a skilled workers strike.36
The extent of the union's success in consistently preventing unfair
materials from reaching job sites requires a much fuller historical
record than now exists. Striking, or the threat of a strike, for the
35. Minutes of the UBCJA, 12 May, 21 July, 22 December, 29 December 1916; The
Carpento, April 1926, February 1926, March 1927, October 1931.
36. Proceedings of the Fzjleenth Annual Convention, 33; Proceedings of the Nineteenlh
Annuul Convention ofthe M d a State Federation ofLabw held at Pensacola, Florida
1919, 17. Some stores catered to union labor: W.L. Douglas Shoes (Miami
Metropolis, 16 September 1915), the Miami Cycle Go. (Miami Metropolis, 4
August 1915). La Salle Printing Co. (Miami Metropolis, 5 September 1919),
and Billy's Mens Shoe Shop (Miami Herald, 11 April 1920); also see Minutes
of the UBCJA, 26 May 1916 (Crosslands Ice Factory problem), 15 June 191 7
(order for stewards), 12 October 191 7 (Hippodrome Theatre), and 19 July
19 18 (Women's Label League).
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use of non-union materials, nonetheless, carried much symbolic
meaning. Union labor sought to defend the family and the living
wage. When employers used unfair material they in effect challenged the decent standard of living that organized labor purportedly existed to ensure and protect.
Despite various elements contributing to solidarity, skilled
union labor suffered from centrifugal forces greater than what
brought them together. Members of the working class in the
United States-male or female, black, white, Hispanic, Asian, in
every occupation-confronted the problem of fragmentation.
Ultimately, conceptions of identity had as great a power to divide
as they had to unite groups. Skilled unionists in the building
trades attained a sense of identity that differentiated them from
each other and from unskilled construction workers. A carpenter,
plumber, painter, stonemason, bricklayer, or other craftsman was
defined by his skill to engage in the craft. Built on the tradition of
the craft guilds, building trade workers believed in hierarchy. One
became a carpenter by learning the craft as an apprentice. Each
national union stipulated minimum standards and rules regulating
advancement from apprentice to journeyman; however, local variations seem common. That, combined with different levels of
skills and talents between craftsmen, complicated relations among
workers. Nonetheless, the high rate of carpenter mobility through
the country helped to establish more nearly-national norms.
Skilled workers in the building crafts aided solidarity by relying
heavily on sympathetic strikes for power in the labor market. The
UBCJA supported such action and the extant records of the carpenters in Miami concur. Divisions between the crafts, however,
continued to be a problem, particularly when jurisdictional issues
arose. Solidarity among building craft workers remained tenuous,
exacerbated by self-interest and
Racial antagonisms also divided workers. Segregation of
minorities was an important value in Miami as it was in most of the
nation in the early twentieth century. Government, city landscape,
37. Galenson, United Brotherhood, 96330; Haber, Indwtial Relations, chap. 2;
Christie, Empire in Wood, chaps. 8, 12; Brooks, 1X.e head to Dignily, chaps. 4 7 .
Several examples are mentioned of Local 993's support of striking unions
either in the minutes or newspapers; see for instance their support of striking
musicians and moving picture operators in 1915, Minutes of the UBCJA, 3
September 1915; musicians in 1917, Minutes of the UBCJA, 24 August 1917;
and linemen in 1918, Minutes of the UBCJA, 29 November 1918.
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churches, clubs, and public forums were all segregated to some
degree. The craft unionism of American workers perpetuated
racial separation, which ultimately weakened the possibility of a
stronger class movement. In Miami, unions functioned to keep
blacks out of skilled positions. In 1904, Local 993 rejected the black
carpenters' attempt to organize a separate local. As reported in
minutes, the white local in 1914 explained "matters" to the black
carpenters and established what became the segregation practice
for the entire building trades for the next forty years: blacks would
only be allowed to work in black sections of Miami. This policy
seems to have influenced other skilled workers as well. In
December 1914, when union leaders learned that employers hired
black musicians instead of white union musicians, the CLU called a
general strike at the Collin's pavilion, a casino on developing Miami
Beach. "Organized labor," announced Miami's CLU, "must maintain the barrier between white and black in Miami," and Local 993's
minutes demonstrate a commitment to this o b j e c t i ~ e . ~ ~
In other areas of the country, white labor unions occasionally crossed the color line in the interest of building local labor
movements. Miners in Alabama, for example, demonstrated
much collusion despite maintaining elements of segregation in
biracial unions. Economic self-interest shaped the actions of
white unionists, but bonds made during the hardship of strikes
and examples of heroic unionism of black unionists such as
Richard L. Davis, were significant. But in Miami, economic selfinterest guided white workers into maintaining the racial status
quo with even greater sharpness. Workers trickling into the city
met a well-organized union base that decided to remain conservative. Since the majority of people arriving in Miami were
white, skilled workers pushed for and maintained a rigid color
line in the job market. Unlike miners in Alabama who faced
competition from increasing numbers of black miners, white

38. Minutes of the UBCJA, 31 July, 7 August, 4 September 1914; Howard Dixon
and Herbert Hill, "Union Integration" 1954, Part 13: NAACP and Labor,
1940-1955, Subject Files o n Labor Conditions and Employment
Discrimination, NAACP 1940-55, General Office File: Labor-Florida, 1954
55 (Frederick, Md., 1991),microfilm;Eric Tscheschlok, "'SoGoes the Negro':
Race and Labor in Miami, 1940-1963,"M d a Histmica1 Qumterly 76 (summer
1997) : 59-62; Miami Metropolis, 22 December 191 5.
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skilled workers in Miami never dealt with such a challenge.59 In
the minds of white skilled workers, keeping "the barrier between
white and black" bolstered the moral position of unions and,
consequently, placed them in a favorable light with the white
public.
White workers, in any case, endured little economic or emotional strain in keeping black workers out of skilled jobs. The
quantity and quality of interaction between whites and blacks is
unquantifiable but appears to have been infrequent and superficial. Workers in the building industry worked at different job
sites and for varying durations, making it difficult for strong
bonds to emerge. Added to this was the inherent hierarchical
nature of the building trades. Acquiring skills required close
contact and interaction. Social norms instilled ambivalence
about racial interaction and thus discouraged entrance into the
craft, reinforcing white workers' skepticism of black workers'
skills. The relatively negative attribution assigned "unskilled,"
menial labor hurt black workers and their aspirations of climbing the socioeconomic ladder through the building trades. A.C.
Proudfoot, owner of a construction company, complained that
white workers refused to do menial labor. Even when he gave
the "easiest" menial assignments to white labor, such as transporting sand on a wheelbarrow, they would quit after three
hours. He commented, "that kind of work is for negroes,
negroes are employed on those jobs in the north even [when]
the sun is too hot." Blacks had to surmount the double challenge of learning skills in the various building crafts and the
racist tendency to deem black workers' skills as inferior. Racial

39. Alex Lichtenstein,"RacialConflict and Racial Solidarity in the Alabama Coal
Strike of 1894: New Evidence for the Gutman-Hill Debate," Labm History 36
(winter 1995): 63-76; Herbert Gutman, "The Negro and United Mine
Workers of America: The Career and Letters of Richard L. Davis and
Something of their Meaning: 1890-1900," in Wmk, Culture, &9 Society in
IndwtrializingAma'ca (NewYork, 1976), 121-208;Herbert Hill, "Myth Making
as Labor History: Herbert Guunan and the United Mine Workers of
America,"Inhational Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 2 (fall 1988):132200; Henry M. McKiven Jr., Iron and Steeelt Class, Racey and Community in
Birmingham, Alabama, 1875-1 920 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1995); Daniel Letwin, The
Challenge of Interracial Unionism: Alabama Coal Miner.., 1878-1921 (Chapel Hill,
N.C., 1998); Brian Kelly, Race, Class Power in the Alabama CoaljiwIds, 11908-1921
(Urbana, Ill., 2001 ).
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segregation in the city's landscape insured white and black alienation and fueled white criticism of black labor even further.40
Racial homogeneity in the white population facilitated segregation. Miami's population, at least in the first several decades of
the century, remained homogenous. White southerners enjoyed a
plurality, while the rest of the population consisted of northeasterners and midwesterners. Few foreigners resided in the city.
Combined, native and foreign-born whites constituted in 1920
over 68 percent of the total population of 29,571; blacks made up
a little over 31 percent, 52 percent of whom were Bahamians. This
distribution paled in comparison to Jacksonville's population of
91,588, where over 54 percent were white and over 45 percent
were African ~ m e r i c a n .While
~ ~ comparison between Jacksonville
and Miami's labor movement and race relations is beyond the
scope of this article, a short discussion of the 1920 State Federation
of Labor Convention offers insight into these numbers. At the
convention in St. Augustine, all of Miami's union delegates (twenty-four) and some from West Palm Beach, Lake Worth, St.
Augustine, and St. Petersburg threatened to leave when two black
Jacksonville delegates (one from a carpenters union and the other
a delegate from the Building Trades Council) took their seats.
Calling for respect of the color line while nodding to "our colored
Brothers" need for "an industrial security as firm as we desire ourselves," they succeeded in ousting the black delegates, determining
that the color line "has been found vital to the welfare of the
Southern country."42
Interestingly, no Jacksonville delegates joined this insurgency.
F.J. Dye of Jacksonville's District Carpenters Council argued the
40. Miami Metropolis, 27 May 1915; Hale, Making Whiteness, 151-68; Gavin Wright,

Old South, New South: Revolutions in the S o u t h Econmny Since the Civil War
(New York, 1986), 177-97; William A. Sundstrom, "The Color Line: Racial
Norms and Discrimination in Urban Labor Markets, 1910-1950,"Journal of
Economic Histmy 54 (June 1994): 382-96.
41. Mayo, The Fifth Census of the State of Florida, 1925, 74, 115; Fourteenth Census of
the United States, 1920, Volume III, Pupulation, 195; Mohl, "Black Immigrants,"
271-72.
42. Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annual Convention of the Florida State Feahation of
Labor held at St. Augustine, Florida, April 1920 (privately held), 1624, 29-30;
Miami Metropolis, 8 April, 10 April 1920; Miami Herald, 8 April 1920. The
Miami Metropolis incorrectly reported that Miami sent thirty-six delegates
instead of the actual twenty-four stated in the convention record. The author
would like to thank Eric Arnesen for providing a copy of the annual convention proceedings.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol82/iss4/4

26

Castillo: Miami's Hidden Labor History

essential need to organize "colored workers in order to protect
organized labor against them." He added that not to seat uniontaxed black delegates would violate the American principle of no
"taxation without representation." G.P. Hall of Jacksonville's
painters union concurred. Both Hall and Dye argued that solidarity with black delegates did not translate into acceptance of
racial equality. Rather, they pointed to the pragmatic nature of
the union movement. Unseating of the black delegates, Dye
warned, "would disrupt organized labor in the city of Jacksonville."
Delegates' reactions illustrate the different political economic conditions confronted by organized labor in Miami and Jacksonville.
The 1920 population numbers relate that Jacksonville workers
faced a larger pool of skilled black labor than did their Miami
counterparts. Lack of cooperation between black hod carriers and
white building trade workers, therefore, highlight the overall
antipathy of Miami's white unionists toward black labor. White
unions consistently ignored black unionists and used the race card
to turn public opinion against business when they used black labor
against the interest of white labor. White carpenters thus maintained racial dominance in Miami with their segregation policy. In
1930, for instance, out of 2,105 total carpenters, only 147 were
black, representing only 7 percent, far below proportions in
Jacksonville (33 percent; 399 of 1,191) and Tampa (13 percent;
106 of 816). White unionization succeeded in keeping Miami a
white man's town.*?'
White skilled labor power over the workplace and the power of
the urban ethos discourse intersected in 1919 as tensions between
43. Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annuul Convention, 1624, 29-30; Miami Metropolis,
26 September, 6 October, 7 October, 6 December 1904; Minutes of the
UBCJA, 31 July 1914; Fzjkenth Census of the United States, 1930: Occupations by
States, 356, 359,361. The number of union carpenters in 1930 is not known,
The last Trustees Report for Local 993 provided an estimate of 821 union carpenters for the first six months of 1929; UBCJA Trustees Report. A rigid color
line in the building trades was not unusual to Miami or the South; see
Lorenzo J. Greene and Carter G. Woodson, The Negro Wage Earner
(Washington,D.C., 1930), 178-85, 31627; F. Ray Marshall, Labor in the South
(Cambridge, Mass., 1967), 45-49; Herbert Northup, Organized Labor and the
Negro (1944; reprint, New York, 1971), 17-47; Herbert Hill, "The Racial
Practices of Organized Labor-the Age of Gompers and After," in Arthur M.
Ross and Herbert Hill, eds., Employnaent, Race, and Povert~(New York, 1967),
305-402. For an excellent general overview on white and black labor, see
Jacqueline Jones, American Work: Four Centuries of Bhck and White Labor (New
York, 1998),esp. ch. 10.
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building crafts unionists and business increased, particularly over
wages and workers' control issues. The high cost of living, stemming from the war economy, increasingly concerned workers.44
Anxiety over labor problems emerged in early May 1919 with
rumors that constmction workers might push for wage hikes. C.D.
Mackey, president of the Building Trades Council (BTC), claimed
no wage demands would be made in "the near future." Architects,
contractors, and builders, having hoped for a definite date regarding any push for higher wages, expressed disappointment with
Mackey's vague prognosis. In addition, J.T. Blackman, president
of the City Council and member of the UBCJA, addressed the
architects and builders' concern over labor shortages: "We want to
avoid the bad business, especially for the skilled workmen, of having men come here with their families, probably without the
prospect of a job, only the prospect of the big volume of work
going on in Miami, and have to bear the heavy expense of waiting
for a job to turn up." He also championed workers' need for
steady work and protection of the union standard that kept the
halfday on Saturdays. Housewives in Miami, organized in the
Women's Club, took a leading role in the late summer, appointing
committees to investigate the city's cost of living as compared to
others. They also organized meetings with city officials, business
interests, and unionists to resolve the problem of rising prices.
The issue remained a concern for several months to come.
Employers realized early increasing frustration about the high cost
of living and consequently anticipated agitation from workers over
wages.45
Labor conflicts in 1919 stemmed from white skilled workers'
strength and businesses' desire to disempower them. In midAugust, first painters and then chauffeurs and teamsters demanded higher wages, triggering labor troubles into the fall. Employers
particularly protested the immediate demand made by painters for
wage increases. Painters went on a short strike before builders bitterly made wage adjustments. (The city would twice escape widescale strikes.) The first was precipitated by the hiring of black

44. Kazin, Barons of Labw, ch. 8; "Retail Prices, 1913 to December, 1923,"Bulletin
of the United States Bureau of Labm Statistics, N o . 366 (Washington,D.C., 1925),
h
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45. Miami Metropolis, 1 May, 3 May, 14 August, 18 August, 22 August, 25 August,
26 August 1919; Miami Herald, I June 1919.
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teamsters in late August. White chauffeurs refused to unload
materials from trucks on grounds of both the union shop and
color line. Businessmen declared that labor's practice of using
only union label materials and advocacy of the closed shop represented a threat to their freedom. They attacked unions as being
inefficient and advancing unfair labor conditions. Business particularly wanted to institute the open shop described by them as
the principle of "equal rights for all." This precipitated the eventual publication of The S t q ofthe Opa Shop in 1 9 2 0 . ~ ~
Organized labor countered with declarations of their
Arnericanness ("no trace of bolshevik tactics," as reported in the
Miami Metrqbolis), solidarity for the union shop, and support of segregation at the workplace. However, the historical record does not
indicate that communism or socialism ever became issues in Miami
during and immediately after WWI. The business unionist style of
Miami's craft unions suggests the hyperbolic nature of business's
claim. The maneuver, in any case, demonstrated the local union's
awareness of national concerns and its attempt to squash any hint
of association. More specifically, business (with collusion of the
local papers) attempted to associate violence and intimidation tactics to union activism and recalcitrance to the non-union shop.
The Red Scare, thus, did shape in a minor way the analysis of
unionism in Miami. With few exceptions of minor alleged union
intimidation, charges of radicalism linked to the work of "unthinking agitators" (a clear reference to the power of business agents or
walking delegates) never stuck despite the efforts of busine~s.~'
In addition to their business unionist style and little or questionable use of violence, the BTC and CLU used the race card and
adhered to the urban ethos to shield them further from charges of
radicalism. The BTC, representing the building trade unions in
the city, turned the rhetoric of business against them by stating
that "equal rights for all" meant a desire to place white skilled
labor on the same plane as blacks and, therefore, threatened
Miami's status as a white man's town. In the first strike, business
conceded to the union workers' demands for better wages and the

46. See 25 August-10 September 1919 in the Miami Metropolis and Miami Herald
for coverage of the labor strike; see 13 October-10 November 1919 in the
Miami Metropolis for the conflict's second phase. The Miami Herald is not
extant for these later dates.
47. Miami Metropolis, 21 October, 23 October, 10 November 1919.
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removal of the black chauffeur replacements. The same businessmen, however, created the Greater Miami Employers Association.
From 1919 onward, unions struggled to keep Miami a union town,
at least in the building trades.48 The BTC backed down from a
city-wide strike in early November in the interests of protecting the
upcoming tourist season. Though they acquiesced to business, the
BTC realized that keeping the best interests of Miami foremost
served their own interests in the short term (keep workers earning
a living) and the long term (maintain positive public relations).
The story of the open shop was not linear nor as neat as the
Greater Miami Employers Association wanted to present. The historical record is not clear on what developed in the 1920s regarding the open shop. Carpenters maintained high union numbers,
and one would suspect that the same remained true for the other
building trades. Miami's local market economy empowered workers to some extent, but unionization would not have fostered if a
longer tradition had not existed. The establishment of Local 993
early in the city's history seems to have played an important part.
However, the specific leadership styles and the union decisions are
not as clear. From the rate of unionization and labor activities
such as Labor Day parades, one can deduce that workers continued to organize into unions. It is unlikely that businesses were able
to win against unionization. Some work sites remained union shop
while others experimented with open shop conditions-hiring
union and non-union labor.
Though business attempted to change labor market conditions in the fall of 1919 and after, organized labor remained a
dominant force in the city. In April of 1919, local unions started
publication of a weekly labor newspaper, The Miami News. The
paper would change its name over the years, but it remained in
publication until at least 1965. Future work on Miami's and Dade
County's social history will have to account more carefully for the
role the city's active union movement played in the development
of South ~ l o r i d a . * ~

48. Ibid., 28-30 October, 8 November 1919; The Carpenter,June 1921; Story of the

shop.

49. J. R Livingston, "Twenty-FiveYears of Service to Labor and our Community,"
Miami Citizen, 15 April 1943. The paper changed its name from the Miami
Naus in 1937 to the Miami Citizen then later in the 1940s to the Miami Labor
Citizen, and finally to the South Flon'da Labor Tribune by the 1960s.
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